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WHAT IS THE NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL ON AGING? 


The National Advisory Council on Aging (NACA) was created by Order-in- 
Council on May 1, 1980 to assist and advise the Minister of National Health and 
Welfare on issues related to the aging of the Canadian population and the 
quality of life of seniors. NACA reviews the needs and problems of seniors and 
recommends remedial action, liaises with other groups interested in aging, 
encourages public discussion and publishes and disseminates information on 
aging. In carrying out its responsibilities, NACA also works closely with the 
Minister of State for Seniors. 


The Council has a maximum of 18 members from all parts of Canada. 
Members are appointed by Order-in-Council for two- or three-year terms and 
are selected for their expertise and interest in aging. They bring to Council a 
variety of experiences, concerns and aptitudes. 
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NACA’S POSITION IN BRIEF 


Although the number and range of post-secondary and continuing education 
programs in gerontology have increased in the last decade, there remains a 
serious lack of education about seniors and aging in occupational training. 
Because the aging of the Canadian population during the next 40 years will 
have a significant impact on many services and products, education about aging 
and seniors will need to be incorporated in the training for several occupations, 
especially in the health and human service fields. 


Education and training are currently a priority on the public agenda. The 
federal government recently announced its intention to promote post-secondary 
education, especially in science and engineering, and to encourage training 
provided by employers to their employees.’ The development of gerontology 
education is entirely consistent with the government’s stated aim to "reach a 
national consensus on performance, partnerships and priorities for learning."” 


Increasing the amount and improving the quality of the gerontology 
education offered in pre-employment and in continuing education programs for 
service providers requires concerted and collaborative efforts on the part of 
many players: educators and educational administrators, professional 
associations and certification boards, employers, unions, the private sector, the 
federal, provincial and territorial governments, and seniors themselves. The 
number of persons with gerontological knowledge must be determined, as well 
as what they will be required to do. Standards of gerontological practice must 
be established by professional associations. Educational institutions must adapt 
programs to provide the required skills and knowledge. Employers must 
demand gerontology knowledge, provide opportunities and incentives for staff 
development in gerontology and facilitate the exercise of gerontology 
knowledge in service delivery. Finally, seniors must insist that the people who 
serve them know enough about aging to understand and respond appropriately 
to their needs. 


_ All notes are presented at the end of the text 
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that: 


In short, the National Advisory Council on Aging (NACA) recommends 


The federal and/or provincial/territorial governments promote 
gerontology education by: 


conducting a national study to determine human resource needs, to 
compile a complete inventory of current gerontology instruction and to 
propose content guidelines for existing and new programs in gerontology; 
providing targetted funding to post-secondary institutions to develop 
gerontology programs; 

offering financial assistance to individuals intending to pursue post- 
secondary education in gerontology, particularly to persons from 
ethnocultural minorities in health and social service occupations; 
examining requirements for gerontology education in all publicly-funded 
services and care facilities and providing financial assistance to these 
agencies and facilities to raise their educational requirements. 


Post-secondary institutions increase the amount and quality of 
gerontology instruction by: 


recruiting new faculty with a specialty in aging, providing them with 
opportunities for development in gerontology and supporting program 
initiatives in gerontology; 

increasing and diversifying the training experiences with seniors provided 
to students in health and human service programs. 


Educators in gerontology and professional associations develop 
educational content for pre-employment and continuing education 
programs that: 


provide multidisciplinary perspectives on aging and teach service 
providers to work in multidisciplinary settings; 


address the ethnocultural diversity of seniors and their families; 


train service providers to communicate effectively with informal 
caregivers and to respond to their needs for information and support; 

are directed to all the employees of service agencies or care facilities 
whose duties have a significant impact on the lives of seniors; 

can be recognized by the accreditation granted by professional groups for 
their members. 


Service agencies and care facilities take the initiative to foster 
gerontological competence by: 


setting requirements for gerontological competence in the hiring of new 
employees and assisting existing staff in acquiring the skills and 
knowledge to meet these requirements; 

identifying and eliminating the barriers that may hinder the exercise of 
gerontological knowledge and skills by staff. 


The private sector, both for-profit and non-profit, especially those 
who provide services for or offer products to seniors, promote 
gerontology education through grants to post-secondary 
institutions, professional associations or health and service 
agencies. 


Seniors and seniors organizations advocate for and monitor the 
development of gerontology education in Canada, become 
involved in defining the service goals in various occupations and 
offer their experience of aging to assist instructors and students. 


THE NACA POSITION ON GERONTOLOGY EDUCATION 
INTRODUCTION 


It has become a truism to state that the aging of the Canadian population calls 
for a concerted educational effort to prepare professionals and other service 
providers adequately in the health and social service sectors. The demographic 
projections upon which this need is based are clear.’ During the last century, 
the proportion of persons aged 65+ in the population has doubled from 5% to 
11%. As the ‘baby boom’ generation reaches the age of 65 in 2011, the 
proportion of seniors will rise sharply. By 2021, nearly one in five Canadians 
will be 65 years old or more; by 2031, the proportion will reach almost one in 
four. 


Ten years ago, NACA wrote: "It is essential that teaching faculties 
demonstrate appropriate attitudes and knowledge of this increasingly important 
aspect of health and social service." The Canadian governmental report on aging, 
which reviewed the developments with regard to aging and seniors for the 
World Assembly on Aging in 1982, made the following observation: "Training 
and education about aging and the aged is only in the developmental stages in 
Canada. There is no organized or established system, but rather a series of 
initiatives in a number of areas..."” 


A decade later, this latter statement still largely applies. Certainly, there 
has been progress, particularly in the development of a network of excellent 
university-based gerontology research centres which have substantially 
increased the knowledge base in the field of aging. Many post-secondary 
institutions offer courses related to aging. A number of universities offer 
combined degree programs or disciplinary specializations in aging at the 
undergraduate or graduate level. Several offer post-baccalaureate diploma 
programs. As well, most community colleges have established programs for 
front line workers in institutional and community care. Many of these 
programs are now taught by instructors with formal gerontology education and 
they have been attracting healthy numbers of students. Nevertheless, 
gerontology and geriatrics’ are still struggling to become integrated into the 
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educational mainstream in many post-secondary institutions, especially in 
professional schools. 


Throughout this text, reference is made to various kinds of education that 
are related to the provision of health and human services. The basic knowledge 
and skills are imparted in pre-employment educational programs offered by 
universities or colleges. In the course of employment, service providers have 
opportunities to further their knowledge and skills through continuing 
education programs; these can be offered in seminars, conferences, workshops 
and courses outside the workplace or through in-service training, which is given 
by the employer in the workplace. Gerontology should be incorporated in all of 
these educational domains. 


As shown in recent surveys and personnel statistics, the dearth of 
qualified personnel is striking in a number of professions: 


e There are only 60 specialists in geriatric medicine in Canada, yet between 
550 to 700 will be needed by the year 2000.’ 
@ Of the 62 nursing programs in Canada, less than one third offer at least 


one gerontological nursing course.” 

e No university department of psychology in Canada seems to have a 
sufficient number of clinical psychologists with expertise in gerontological 
psychology to be able to develop a viable professional specialization in 
the area.’ 

e According to administrators of Canadian social work programs, the 
professional education priorities of most educators currently are in the 
areas of child and family welfare; movement toward a more balanced 
attention between issues of child/family and aging/family welfare will 
probably evolve slowly, although having young faculty with this interest 
would help.” 
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Relevant knowledge about aging will be required in many occupations 
other than health and social services, such as urban planning, architecture, 
engineering, accounting, law and law enforcement, business and public 
administration, personal care and other commercial services. 


The question as to what constitutes appropriate education about aging 
and seniors and, indeed, why any special knowledge is required must be 
answered to justify the deployment of resources for gerontology education. The 
specific answer, of course, varies from one occupation to another. Nonetheless, 
it is important to know how seniors are both similar to and different from 
younger persons and how these similarities and differences affect occupational 
roles and services. For example, sensory and psycho-motor changes associated 
with aging have wide-ranging implications in areas such as home design, urban 
layout, transportation regulations and industrial working conditions. The 
greater incidence of chronic disease among older adults and the accumulation of 
health problems in one individual calls for health and social services that place 
more emphasis on multidisciplinary assessment and intervention and on 
prevention, rehabilitation and community-based support. Late in life, one is 
more likely to be concerned with guardianship, living wills and grandparents’ 
rights than with divorce law and child custody. To the extent that the physical 
environment and social institutions are designed to match human needs and to 
permit optimum functioning and ‘quality of life’, some knowledge of how aging 
affects people is necessary to re-examine and adjust services and structures in 
accordance with the abilities, vulnerabilities and demands of the population." 


The development of gerontology education has been slower in Canada 
than in the United States, where the federal government and the private sector 
have granted considerably more funds to promoting gerontological research and 
education.” Different educational traditions can account for part of the 
discrepancy between Canada and the United States in the progress of 
gerontology education. Nevertheless, other factors have impeded progress in 
Canada, such as: 


° competing demands from other specialty areas for inclusion in post- 


secondary curricula; 
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° the slowness of curriculum revisions; 

e the dearth of faculty personnel specialized in aging; 

e budgetary constraints experienced by both post-secondary institutions and 
health and social services; 

e the reluctance of employment settings to recognize specialized 
gerontology knowledge or to adapt service delivery to facilitate the 
application of gerontological knowledge and skills; and 

e the negative attitudes of educators and professional communities towards 
aging and the elderly. 


Adapting to an aging population through education requires the 
collaboration of many players, including educators and educational 
administrators, professional associations, certification or licencing boards, 
employers, unions, the private sector, seniors themselves, as well as the federal, 
provincial and territorial governments. The number of personnel possessing 
some degree of gerontology education and the kinds of knowledge they need 
must be identified in several occupations. Standards of gerontological practice 
must be established by professional associations. Educational institutions must 
adapt programs to provide the necessary knowledge and skills. Finally, 
employers must demand gerontology knowledge, provide opportunities and 
incentives for staff development and facilitate the exercise of gerontology 
knowledge in service delivery. 


1. PERSONNEL NEEDS AND PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT 


1.1 Human Resource Projections 


The need to forecast personnel requirements as an important step in a coherent 
educational strategy has been pointed out repeatedly. The Canadian 
governmental report on aging, for instance, clearly specifies that studies are 
required "to assess the nature of the prospective needs of older persons and to 
estimate the numbers and the different kinds of manpower required in respect 
to these projected needs."* As a national, multisectorial effort, this step has not 
yet been taken. In short, gerontology education has been groping along with 
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only a vague and partial view of what kind of service providers should be 
trained, how many and for what purposes. 


Proponents of gerontology education in various professions have derived 
their own human resource projections to support their call for more education 
about aging and seniors”, or they have used U.S. personnel projections as a 
guide.’° Canadian data are greatly needed. To secure complete and accurate 
information and subsequent commitment to meeting educational goals, the 
involvement of all levels of government, professional associations and major 
health and service organizations is required. 


1.2 A National Inventory of Gerontology Instruction 


Although there are several gerontology programs and courses in aging offered 
in universities and community colleges across Canada, their development has 
not been systematically guided by the knowledge of personnel requirements. 
The situation in Canada is similar to that in the U.S. where, as Peterson and 
Wendt comment, "the extreme diversity of content, credential and organizational 
structure... seem to reflect haphazard growth rather than thoughtfully developed 
alternative program rationales." To build upon the gerontology education that 
is currently available to meet human resource needs, these disparate programs 
and courses should be thoroughly inventoried and analyzed.”* Defining the 
appropriate breadth, depth and focus of gerontology content in post-secondary 
program curricula would be greatly assisted by having this comprehensive 
database. 


1.3 Guidelines for Program Development 


Knowing about personnel requirements--who is needed, how many, what they 
will do--and about the instruction in aging currently available, educators, 
educational administrators and professional leaders can proceed to determine 
the appropriate gerontology content for the post-secondary programs leading to 
employment and revise curricula accordingly.” With the advantage of a longer 
and more extensive experience in gerontology education, the Gerontological 
Society of America and the Association for Gerontology in Higher Education 
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have established content guidelines for a variety of post-secondary programs in 
the United States.” 


NACA recommends that: 


The federal government, in collaboration with the provinces and 
territories, conduct a national study on personnel needs and 
educational development in the field of aging. The study should 
forecast how many human resources are needed for the next 

40 years, compile an inventory of all current post-secondary programs 
of gerontology instruction and propose content guidelines to assist in 
revising or developing educational programs to meet personnel needs. 


The three objectives of this study should be pursued in a simultaneous 
and complementary manner rather than in a lock-step sequential approach. 
Many of the stakeholders in gerontology education should participate in 
conducting the study to ensure commitment to the recommendations. Those 
who should participate include professional associations, educators, institutional 
administrators, health facilities, service agencies and seniors themselves. 


14 Faculty Development 


Curriculum and program development depend upon the availability of faculty 
members with knowledge in the field of aging. Moreover, the importance of 
highly qualified and enthusiastic faculty members in recruiting students to the 
field and in acting as role-models cannot be underestimated. Many faculty 
members who currently teach gerontology are self-taught through research, 
reading, continuing education and professional practice,” although this is 
gradually changing. The gerontological education of faculty members is a 
cornerstone of the development of the field in Canada. 


Faculty and program development ultimately depend upon the 
importance that educational administrators place on gerontology. Department 
chairpersons, deans and presidents of colleges and universities provide the 
academic leadership and the funds to orient their institutions in line with 
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scholarly and societal trends. Their efforts on behalf of gerontology both within 
their institutions and with the governments that fund higher education are 
essential. 


NACA recommends that: 


Post-secondary educational administrators provide opportunities 
and incentives for faculty members’ development in gerontology, 
recruit new faculty members with a specialty in aging and 
support program initiatives in gerontology in their institutions. 


1.5 Student Interest 


Many observers have commented on the lack of interest from students in 
pursuing professional careers in gerontology.” Motivating students to select 
careers in the field of aging is an issue of major importance to educators and the 
professions who serve seniors. Increasing factual knowledge about aging 
through courses or direct exposure to seniors in clinical settings is not generally 
successful in stimulating students’ interest in working with seniors.” Indeed, 
exclusive contact with frail, ill seniors in acute or chronic care facilities may 
have the opposite effect.“ Other predictors of student interest in pursuing 
careers in aging are the age of the student (older students being more likely to 
choose a specialty in aging), the opportunity for varied and positive experiences 
with seniors, especially in internship placements,” the professor’s own attitudes 
about aging and the elderly,”° the emphasis placed on aging by the educational 
institution, and the incentives for applying gerontological knowledge in the 
workplace or for working with an older adult population.” 


Ultimately, success in attracting students to gerontology reflects the 
success of educational institutions in developing or enhancing their programs in 
the field. Nevertheless, existing programs can take some measures to further 
stimulate student interest. 
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NACA recommends that: 


Pre-employment educational programs increase and diversify the 
training experiences with seniors provided to students in health 
and human services; these experiences are to be selected to 
promote positive attitudes towards working with seniors. 


Wherever possible, seniors should be brought in as resource 
persons so that students will benefit from first-hand experience 
and from the opportunity to see seniors in roles other than those 
of ‘clients’ or ‘patients’. 


2. CONTINUING EDUCATION FOR SERVICE PROVIDERS 


Following pre-employment training, professionals and other service providers 
often continue their education by attending conferences, workshops, summer 
courses and by enroling in specialty certificates or diploma programs. 
Continuing education is considered vital to allow service providers to keep up 
with new developments in their respective fields and in the practice setting. It 
is also an opportunity for professional specialization or reorientation. Indeed, 
many of the first gerontology programs in Canada were conceived for 
practitioners who wished to acquire specialized knowledge and skills for 
working with seniors. 


Some professional associations require that registered practitioners 
continue their training on an ongoing basis through a system of accreditation for 
continuing education. The requirement for continuing education credits can be 
a means of stimulating practitioners to acquire or enhance their gerontological 
competence; it may be the only tool available to professional associations to 
promote the development of sorely needed competencies.” 


Many persons working within institutional facilities or community 
agencies that care for seniors are often not required to have specific knowledge 
or skills to deal with older adults, although their activities have a significant 
impact on the lives of the seniors they serve. Among the staff members 
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included in this category are homemakers, dietary aides, transportation and 
maintenance personnel, secretaries and receptionists. Providing in-service 
gerontology instruction to these employees would recognize the value of their 
contribution to the lives of seniors and would enhance the quality of service 
offered. 


NACA recommends that: 


Professional associations regularly offer continuing education 
activities in the field of aging to their members. 


Professional associations that use accreditation to ensure that 
members remain informed of current developments in their 
professions regularly offer accredited courses in aging. 


Educators and gerontology associations develop appropriate 
models and materials for in-service education for all staff whose 
duties have a significant impact on the lives of seniors. 


There is considerable scope--and need--for ingenuity in continuing 
education to meet the special circumstances of service providers in the 
workplace. Distance education, television, teleconference, computer-assisted 
tutorials and multimedia resource centres are among some options currently 
available.” 


a MULTIDISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVES AND INTERDISCIPLINARY 
PARTICIPATION 


Because the study of individual and population aging is intrinsically 
multidisciplinary, gerontology educators have long called for multidisciplinary 
perspectives in gerontology instruction and for opportunities for 
interdisciplinary exchange in educational settings.” Implementing 
multidisciplinary education within the established curricula of professional 
schools remains a challenge, however. The main reasons given for the 
institutional reticence to develop multidisciplinary gerontology programs are the 
time required to acquire the basic knowledge and skills specific to an 
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occupation, the restrictions on curricular changes imposed by accreditation 
bodies and the lack of communication and co-ordination among departments 
within educational institutions.*' Provided that the institutional commitment is 
present, innovative educational models such as multidisciplinary team teaching, 
seminars and student internships can help make the goal of multidisciplinary 
education attainable. 


Multidisciplinary education may be easier to provide in a continuing 
education program than in pre-employment training. There are two reasons for 
this: service providers have already a firm professional identity and specific 
occupational skills to contribute, and the educational context has fewer barriers 
associated with disciplinary boundaries and administrative structures.” Service 
providers need the opportunity for exchanges with professionals in other fields, 
in addition to in-depth knowledge of issues within their own field. 
Multidisciplinary education enhances the complementarity of gerontological 
service teams by allowing each member to understand better the role, the 
language and the perspective of the other partners.” Professional 
complementarity not only allows for appropriate care of seniors, it also can 
maximize the contribution of each team member and thus enhance the cost- 
effectiveness of service provision. 


NACA recommends that: 


Educators and professional associations provide multidisciplinary 
perspectives in pre-employment gerontology instruction and in 
continuing education, and ensure that professionals are trained to 
work in multidisciplinary settings. 


4. ETHNOCULTURAL DIVERSITY 


Ethnic diversity is a fact of life in Canada. The special needs of seniors from 
ethnocultural origins other than English or French must be taken into account in 
organizing and delivering services. To date, this increasingly important 
dimension is lacking in the pre-employment training of health and human 


Sig 


service providers,“ as well as in continuing education or in-service programs for 
direct service and administrative support staff. 


NACA recommends that: 


Educators and professional associations include education that 
addresses the ethnocultural diversity of seniors and their families in 
pre-employment gerontology instruction and in continuing education 
programs. 


The federal government encourage, through educational grants, the 
education of health and social service personnel from ethnocultural 
minorities to serve seniors. 


2: EDUCATION TO INFORM AND SUPPORT INFORMAL 
CAREGIVERS 


Most of the help given to seniors in need of care comes from family members 
and friends.” Formal services should complement the care provided by family 
or friends. It is paramount that service providers from the formal sector learn 
to communicate effectively and empathically with the informal caregivers to 
support their efforts appropriately and to advocate on their behalf to service 
agencies and government. As stated already by NACA, this education should 
be included in pre-employment training and in continuing education 
programs.” 


NACA recommends that: 


Educators and professional associations provide education in both 
basic gerontology instruction and in continuing education 
programs to assist formal service providers in communicating 
effectively with informal caregivers and in responding to their 
needs for information and support. 
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6. EMPLOYMENT RECOGNITION AND PROMOTION OF 
EDUCATION IN GERONTOLOGY 


In many agencies and institutions that employ health and human service 
graduates, training in gerontology is beginning to receive recognition in 
preferential hiring, although gerontological training is rarely a job requirement, 
no doubt because the supply of job candidates with gerontological competence 
is limited. Researcher J. Thornton commented that "students in existing degree 
or certificate programs in aging seem to be motivated by individual concern and 
interest more than by certification as a job requirement.” By setting a 
timeframe for requiring gerontological training as a condition of employment, 
agencies and institutions that serve seniors can stimulate the development, 
standardization and accreditation of gerontology education, as well as the 
inclusion of gerontology knowledge in licencing exams. 


NACA recommends that: 


Health facilities and service agencies, in collaboration with 
professional and occupational associations and educational 
institutions, set requirements for gerontological competence in the 
hiring of new employees, and assist existing staff in acquiring the 
knowledge and skills to meet these requirements. 


Putting into practice the gerontological knowledge and skills acquired in 
educational programs can be a challenge in some settings, where, for instance, 
there is little integration of services or co-ordination of hospital and home care. 
These barriers will disappear as more and more service providers acquire 
gerontological education. Nevertheless, administrators and staff can at the same 
time improve their service delivery and provide incentives for gerontology 
education by demonstrating a receptiveness to practice innovation.* 


NACA recommends that: 


Health facilities and service agencies identify and eliminate the 
barriers that may hinder the exercise of gerontological knowledge 
and skills by staff. 
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ie GOVERNMENT AND PRIVATE SECTOR SUPPORT 


The need to expand gerontological training has come to the fore during a period 
of increasing economic restraint affecting post-secondary education as well as 
health care and social services. Developing new educational programs, 
articulating the goals and specifying the links among educational levels (i.e. 
certificates, diplomas, university degrees) and expanding existing programs 
require a serious and long-term financial investment. Hiring specialized faculty 
or training existing faculty members, establishing appropriate internship sites, 
revamping program curricula, developing resources for in-service training, and 
providing scholarships or fellowships to encourage students require more 
resources than are currently allocated by educational institutions, service 
agencies, private organizations, foundations and the provincial and federal 
governments. 


For eight years, the development of gerontological research and research 
training was greatly assisted by the federal government through the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council and the National Health Research 
and Development Program. The Government of Ontario also demonstrated the 
will to advance gerontology and geriatrics education in the province by funding 
the establishment of a Centre for Aging and Health at McMaster University. 
These have been valuable developments, but more is urgently required of the 
federal and provincial governments to meet educational needs in gerontology 
across the country, now and in the future. 


NACA recommends that: 


The federal government, in collaboration with provincial and territorial 
governments, provide targetted funding to educational institutions to 
promote the development of gerontology programs. 


The federal, provincial and territorial governments provide grants to 
individuals to pursue post-secondary gerontological education. 


The federal, provincial and territorial governments examine 
requirements for gerontology education in all publicly-funded services 
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and care facilities for seniors, and provide financial assistance to 
agencies and facilities to raise their educational requirements. 


It must be added that enhancing public support for gerontology education 
must be paralleled by shifts in social and health policy and by the allocation of 
resources to implement organizational changes to be congruent with the care 
and service needs of an older population. 


The private sector (for instance, foundations, voluntary associations and 
service clubs) also holds a stake in gerontology education for occupations that 
directly serve older adults. Some degree of private sector involvement in 
funding gerontology education already exists; these initiatives can serve as 
precedents for future collaboration.” 


NACA recommends that: 


The private sector, particularly those offering products and 
services to and for seniors, provide funds to educational 
institutions, professional associations and to health and service 
agencies to develop education in the field of aging. 


8. THE ROLE OF SENIORS 


Seniors, as the consumers of services, directly benefit from efforts to enhance the 
gerontological knowledge and skills of service providers. By advocating for 
gerontology education, by making known to educators, to students and to 
service providers what they need and how they want to be treated by the 
‘experts’, and by accepting to share their experience of aging with instructors 
and students, seniors can make a valuable contribution to gerontology 
education. 


NACA recommends that: 


Seniors should individually and collectively advocate for and 
monitor the development of gerontology education in Canada. 
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They should become involved in defining the service goals of 
gerontology education and offer their assistance to instructors and 
students in the field. 


CONCLUSION 


There has been definite progress in gerontology education in Canada, thanks 
largely to the commitment of individual educators and professionals. 
Nevertheless, much more is required to adapt to the changing demographics 
over the next 40 years. Commitment is needed from faculty and administrators 
in post-secondary institutions, professional associations, health and service 
facilities, students, service providers, seniors themselves, as well as the federal, 
provincial and territorial governments and the private sector. 


In a period of financial restraint, it is essential to target resources to meet 


priority needs. Guiding Canadian society through an unprecedented growth in 
its senior population is indisputably a priority. 
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